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Review Article
Quidditas and Medieval Studies Today
Erin Felicia Labbie
Bowling Green State University

Medieval studies today may be precisely characterized by quidditas.

The Aristotelian term quidditas1 became central to the development
of medieval scholastic inquiry in the West when, in 1066 Anselm
of Canterbury wrote the Monologion.2 This eleventh-century foray
into the revival of Aristotelian thought is also seen in Porphyry’s
third-century translations of Aristotle and in Boethius’ sixth-century
concern with universals elaborated in his commentaries on universals
and categories.3 For Anselm and the developing model of medieval
scholastic thought, the Monologion and its immediate successor,
the Proslogian, assert a double discourse of the difference between
quidditas and haeccitas, or what Jacques Derrida would later call
the who and the what of being.4 Together, Anselm’s texts introduced
questions of quidditas (essence, thingness, or whatness) and haeccitas
(thisness), to the medieval revival and burgeoning tradition of
scholasticism. The translation of classical and early Mediterranean
1 Aristotle, The Organon Or Logical Treatises Of Aristotle V1 (New York: Kessinger
Publishing, LLC, 2007).
2 Anselm of Canterbury, Monologion and Proslogion With the Replies of Gaunilo and
Anselm, trans. Thomas Williams (New York: Hackett, 1996).
3 Porphyry, Porphyry: On Aristotle Categories, ed. Steven Strange (New York: Duckworth, 1989); Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius, On Interpretation, ed. C. Meiser
(Leipzig: Teubner, 1887, 1880), Isagoge, ed. S. Brandt (Vienna/Leipzig: Tempsky/Freitag,
1906 (Corpus scriptorum ecclesiasticorum latinorum 38). See also, Paul Vincent Spade,
Boethius Against Universals: The Arguments in the Second Commentary on Porphyry
(1996) http://philpapers.org/rec/SPABAU.
4 Jacques Derrida, “On Love and Being,” Derrida. Zeitgeist Films, 2004.
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thought into Western scholastic terms enabled European medieval
thinkers to construct a narrative investigation into the human
sciences and the methods by which we might attain knowledge of
things and, potentially, to offer proofs for the existence of God.
In many ways, this is the very locale for contemporary medieval
scholarship. Today, the persistent broadening of what it means to
define “the medieval” or “medieval studies” is fundamentally a
continuation of this scholastic inquiry concerning quidditas. To
this extent, although questions of “essence” are complicated, much
recent medieval scholarship may be said to offer insight into the
whatness or the thingness of the Middle Ages.
In order to take up the current manifestations of quidditas
in medieval studies, it is first important to perceive its recent
history. Paul Zumthor first wrote Parler du Moyen Age in 1980,
and it was translated as Speaking of the Middle Ages in 1986.5 This
critical juncture in medieval studies arrived at a time when literary
scholarship was becoming increasingly aware of its cultural and
political implications. Ten years prior to the appearance of Speaking
of the Middle Ages, Zumthor’s and Hans Robert Jauss’s attention
to alterity in language and historical narrative had already helped
to inspire a movement from structuralism to post-structuralism
among Continental and American readings of medieval poetics.6
The consideration of medieval poetics as an object of inquiry, or
as a thing to be studied as distinct from a philological tradition, but
with concerns to recognize linguistic play and a dialectics between
fiction and historical narration, illustrated the theoretical potentials
that reading poetics might be offered to a budding modernity by way
of medieval scholarship. Partly due to Julia Kristeva’s work to refine
the potential connections between philology and semiotics by way
5 Paul Zumthor, Parler du Moyen Age (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1980); Speaking of the
Middle Ages, trans. Sarah White, intro. Eugene Vance (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1986).
6 Paul Zumthor, Essai de poétique médiévale (Paris: Seuil, 1972), translated as Toward
a Medieval Poetics, Philip Bennett (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992);
Hans Robert Jauss, “The Alterity and Modernity of Medieval Literature,” New Literary
History 10 (1979), 181-229; J. A. Burrow, “ ‘Alterity’ and Middle English Literature,” The
Review of English Studies, 50. 200 (Nov. 1999), 483-492.
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of psychoanalysis, medieval literary studies was being resurrected
as a way of thinking through the barbarisms of modernity and postmodernity.7 In this climate, Zumthor’s intervention in medieval
studies offered vital historiographical insight that took into account
the implications of a reciprocal dialogue between medieval literary,
historical, and cultural studies and what was, in American and
British, and Continental scholarship, often cordoned off and defined
as “theory.”
Zumthor’s concerns with method and epistemic approaches
to the human sciences as they are not only evident in, but also
dependent upon, medieval literature, contributed to the development
of the fecund debate about alterity and identification in medieval
studies. This debate, led by scholars including Michael Camille,8
Stephen G. Nichols, R. Howard Bloch,9 David Aers,10 Kathleen
Biddick,11 Aranye Fradenburg,12 Alexandre Leupin,13 LeePatterson14
GabrielleSpiegel,15 Paul Strohm,16 and Michael Uebel,17 centered
7 Julia Kristeva, Séméiôtiké (Paris: Seuil, 1978), Revolution in Poetic Language, trans.
Julia and Margaret Waller (New York: Columbia UP, 1984), Tales of Love, trans. Leon S.
Roudiez (New York: Columbia UP, 1987).
8 Michael Camille, The Gothic Idol (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) and
The Gargoyles of Notre Dame (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009).
9 Stephen G. Nichols and R. Howard Bloch, eds. Medievalism and the Modernist Temper
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1996).
10 David Aers, ed., Culture and History 1350-1600: Essays on English Communities,
Identities, and Writing (New York: Harverster Wheatshaft, 1992), esp. 177-202.
11 Kathleen Biddick, The Shock of Medievalism (Durham: Duke UP, 1998), 3-12.
12 Aranye Fradenburg, “So That We May Speak of Them: Enjoying the Middle Ages,”
New Literary History 28.2 (1997), 205-230.
13 Alexandre Leupin, “The Middle Ages, the Other,” Diacritics 13 (1983), 22-31.
.
14 Lee Patterson, ed. Literary Practice and Social Change in Britain, 1380-1530 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 2.
15 Gabrielle M. Spiegel, The Past as Text (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1997).
16 Paul Strohm, Theory and the Premodern Text (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2000).
17 Michael Uebel, Ecstatic Transformation: On the Uses of Alterity in the Middle Ages
(New York: Palgrave, 2005).
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around the thingness of the Middle Ages as it was produced through
our relation to a (knowable or unknowable) historical sense of the
past. In a certain regard, we are still engaged in this debate within
medieval studies; however, the terms have shifted to account for a
fragmentation of the narratives and objects that produce what we
(inconsistently and with internal frisson) term the Middle Ages.
Zumthor’s historical and poetic work has also prompted a
return to the serious consideration of questions of method among
medieval scholarship. In their introduction to The Legitimacy
of the Middle Ages, Andrew Cole and Vance Smith argue that
Zumthor’s approach to the Middle Ages in Essai de poétique
médiévale (Toward a Medieval Poetics)18 catalyzed thinking about
the thing of the Middle Ages as a mode of complicating questions of
periodization, secularization, even while it initiated a conversation
about the implications of medieval literary and historical studies
with the broad category of “theory.”19 Cole and Smith encourage
us to consider together several concerns that have driven medieval
cultural studies since their cautious emergence, which coincided
with “modernity” and the development of Comparative Literature
programs in the United States during the early part of the 20th century.
For Cole and Smith, a critique of Blumenberg’s secularization thesis
urges a reconsideration of the ways that medieval studies engages
literary and critical theory as well as philosophical traditions
that review historical and epochal categorization. Further, they
extend the intellectual and politico-cultural stakes of the dialogue
between medieval studies and theory when they illustrate the ways
that modernity itself is a construction that continues medievalist
investigations into knowledge, scholasticism, belief structures, and
which manifests global concerns about materiality and spirituality.
In addition to the introduction to The Legitimacy of the
Middle Ages, the essays contained in it contribute to the growing
18 Paul Zumthor, Essai de poétique médiévale (Paris: Seuil, 1972); Toward a Medieval
Poetics, tr. Philip Bennett (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992).
19 Andrew Cole and D. Vance Smith, The Legitimacy of the Middle Ages (Durham: Duke
UP, 2010).
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recognition of a genre of medieval studies that once would have
been considered “theory,” but which now helps to define medieval
studies. Particularly, Andrew Cole’s essay, “The Sacrament of the
Fetish, The Miracle of the Commodity” urges an understanding
of the thing and its material role in historical culture as a mode of
thinking about the Middle Ages as a fetish. Although his essay does
not state this overtly, Cole’s reading of the commodity fetish as
understood through Hegel and Marx, W.J.T. Mitchell, and William
Pietz, locates an historicity of the thing of the Middle Ages in a
precise manner that implicitly urges the medievalist to let go of the
potential to “use” the medieval, and to turn instead to a valuation
of the past as a mode of understanding the profundity of the thing
in itself. However, even this characterization does not do justice to
Cole’s reading of the sacrament of the fetish because it potentially
returns us to a valuation of the thing. If it is possible to arrive at a
pure self-consciousness of dialectics through reading, my suspicion
is that this might have the potential to liberate us as readers from the
bondage of the textual and historical commodity.
In the same volume, Kathleen Davis’s reading of periodicity,
“The Sense of an Epoch: Periodization, Sovereignty, and the Limits
of Secularization,” cites Dipesh Charkrabarty’s question, “Where
is the now?” to usher in a critique of secularization that accounts
for the questions of modernity and sovereignty that are determined
by a theological view of the Middle Ages and power vis-à-vis
Blumenberg, Reinhart Koselleck, Carl Löwith, and Carl Schmitt.
For these thinkers, who are also influential to Giorgio Agamben’s
notion of the sovereign, and who (in their time) also provoked
response by Walter Benjamin, the secularization thesis was a way
of finding a legitimacy in the past such that a sovereign power
might dominate the populous, bringing the entirety of the past,
including the Middle Ages, into the present and creating a world
otherwise unto itself. In this hegemonic mode of appropriating the
past, the future is determined not by time, but by place, encouraging
us to consider with due weight the question, “Where is the now?”
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Indeed, creating legitimacy without dominant hegemonic forces is
a question of locating the law of the father and the law of the past
within the question of how we might think differently about epochal
shifts without absorbing alterity into presence, without fetishizing
the past, present, or the future.
The genre of medieval criticism that The Legitimacy of
the Middle Ages establishes as an “unwritten history of theory,” is
evident in the work of Georges Bataille, Gilles Deleuze, Friedrich
Hegel, Martin Heidegger, Jacques Lacan, Jean-François Lyotard,
Karl Marx, and, as Bruce Holsinger illustrated in The Premodern
Condition, members of the Annales School.20 All of these thinkers
demonstrate a foundational engagement with the Middle Ages in
their work; they approach the quidditas of the Middle Ages in their
philosophical, psychoanalytical, and historical inquiries in order
to devise ways of thinking about subjects and objects, beliefs and
reason, and, the human sciences in general. Today, this genre of
scholarship also includes work by Giorgio Agamben, Alain Badiou,
Julia Kristeva, Jean-Luc Nancy, and Slavoj Zizek, all of whom
address the quidditas of the Middle Ages through their theological
and scholastic concerns to address the human sciences within a
broader awareness of global politics and economics.
Emerging among the ever-blurring boundaries of what
constitutes medieval studies, and what it means to be a medievalist,
is Giorgio Agamben’s clearly defined inquiry into method, The
Signature of All Things, On Method, which demonstrates the
foundations of medieval scholastic that support the approach to
quidditas in textual cultural studies most broadly conceived as an
auratic function of being and language.21 Through his focus on the
essence, or signature, of the thing itself, Agamben echoes Zumthor’s
enigmatic insight that language either mediates or does not mediate
20 Work by these theorists, philosophers, and analysts (all of whom are medievalists), is
listed in the works cited, but is not cited in depth at this moment. See Bruce Holsinger, The
Premodern Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).
21 Giorgio Agamben, The Signature of All Things, On Method, tr. Luca D’lsanto with
Kevin Attell (New York: Zone Books, 2009).
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the thing. For Zumthor, “A thing is mediated by language or it isn’t”
(59). For Agamben, the signature of all things refers to an aura of
presence that is known textually. In his investigation of what is
recognizable as the quidditas of the text, he provides a metaphor that
serves the spectral and often ineffable qualities that medieval studies
once sought to contain, and now recognize for their literary and
imaginative documentary remainders. The dialectic produced by
thinking about medieval studies and modernity has been evident in
all of Agamben’s work for years. Evidently, according to Agamben,
method itself is a medieval method that takes into account scholastic
and theological foundations that were primary to the development of
what we know to be medieval thought about science and religion.
Helping to lead this meditation on belief and its connections
to a philosophical history the work of Jean-Luc Nancy. Nancy’s
work including, Listening, Dis-Enclosure, and Globalization, or the
Creation of the World takes a phenomenological approach to a mode
of being in the present that also accounts for the way that the past
informs and touches the present and future.22 Known within fields of
philosophy and theology, Nancy’s theological inquiries also offer the
potential for a reading of the Middle Ages as transhistorical. Along
these lines, the work of Alain Badiou has transported a scholastic
and Pauline theological inquiry into the realm of philosophy in St.
Paul: The Foundation of Universalism.23
Slavoj Zizek had already contributed to medieval studies
when he wrote about Lacan’s understanding of courtly love in The
Metastases of Enjoyment.24 There, Zizek’s argument places the Lady
of courtly love in a position of power as she maintains an identity
as a “cold neutral screen” upon which the male narcissist projects
22 Jean-Luc Nancy, Listening (New York: Fordham UP, 2007), Dis-enclosure (New York:
Fordham UP, 2008), Globalization, Or the Creation of the World (New York: SUNY Press,
2007).
23 Alain Badiou, St. Paul: The Foundation of Universalism (Stanford: Stanford UP,
2003).
24 Slavoj Zizek, The Metastases of Enjoyment (New York: Verso, 1996).
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his desire. In turn, the male narcissist embodies a particular form of
masochism that allows him to sublimate his desire into poetics. This
work was taken up by medievalists, including Sarah Kay, whose
reading of Zizek and courtly love has led to fecund discussions about
troubadour poetics.25 However, his recent work that begins post
9/11/2001 has shifted to a reading of Pauline theology that marks
his work with an underlying ecclesiastical bent. His work like The
Fragile Absolute, On Belief, and End Times, deploys Pauline theology
to consider ways that faith and fundamentalism have led to a latecapitalist crisis in globalization and terror.26 In this way, medieval
studies are also informing a new discourse about globalization and
the current economic crisis that traverses the world.
Partly due to the recognition of the genre of medieval
studies addressed above, we are now able to approach the study
of the Middle Ages with a sense of its persistence and continuity
with socio-economic and global problems, even while we attempt
to renew the pleasure and vitality of the process of reading. Thirty
years after the publication of Zumthor’s text, we find ourselves still
struggling to answer these questions of identification and alterity,
but the platform from which the Middle Ages is approached, and
the specific subjects that are considered worthy of discussion, have
placed medieval studies at the vanguard of literary and cultural
criticism and studies.
Scholarship (in general) has arrived at a moment when the
very quidditas (or the quiddity) of the Middle Ages is at stake. Who
or what is the thing that is known as the Middle Ages? How does
our study of medieval literature and culture alter our understanding
of the past and inform our approaches to the present and the future?
What is the value of the Middle Ages? In current academic climates,
25 Sarah Kay, Courtly Contradictions (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2001).
26 Slavoj Zizek, On Belief (New York: Routledge, 2001), The Fragile Absolute (New
York: Verso, 2009), Living in the End Times (New York: Verso, 2010). Also see, The Puppet and the Dwarf: The Perverse Core of Christianity (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2003),
and The Monstrosity of Christ: Paradox or Dialectic? with John Milbank (Massachusetts:
MIT Press, 2009).
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is it more ethical and socially responsible (as well as economically
viable) for scholars to approach the Middle Ages as a thing in and
of itself, or as a thing that provides a means to further contemporary
knowledge? Further complicating these questions are investigations
into temporality itself, which scrutinize and interrogate the very
possibility of speaking about a past, a present, and a future.
The question of the quidditas of the Middle Ages also
involves locating medieval studies in space and time. John Ganim’s,
Medievalism and Orientalism asserted a significant narrative of
the means by which orientalism and medieval studies interrelate.
Ganim’s work has inspired a new trend in medieval studies, which
examines the way that trans-global studies are indebted to many
medieval texts.27 This work urges a reconsideration of epochal
shifts that transcend the conversations about periodicity in the West,
because they also attend to the ways that the Middle Ages take place
at different times in different geographical regions. Ganim says,
As with space, so with time. We no longer conceive of the present
moment as the knife-edge of futurity...the historical past has come
not to stand for an archaeologically reconstructed otherness, but
as a dialogic intervention in the present, which no longer can be
thought of as essentially ‘modern.’ On the other hand, we freely
admit that the past, like many aspects of cultural identification, is
‘imagined,’ constructed, a fiction by which we allow ourselves to
proceed, or not.28

In addition to the implications that Ganim’s work has had for work
in the global Middle Ages, it contributes to the development of a
new discourse that allows medievalists to speak about the ways that
historicism has turned to historicity, and what Elizabeth Scala and
Sylvia Frederico have recently termed, post-historicism.
The Post-Historical Middle Ages, edited by Scala and
Frederico, presents a collection of essays that seek to address
27 For instance, Geraldine Heng, Empire of Magic (New York: Columbia UP, 2004).
28 John Ganim, Medievalism and Orientalism (New York: Palgrave, 2005), 3.
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these very questions that are at the core of defining the quidditas
of Medieval Studies.29 Relating historicity to post-historicism,
the essays in the collection are attuned to the ways that historical
moments leave traces, often mysterious traces, that are accompanied
by gaps, and they seek to allow those fissures to speak to the
present. Patricia Ingham’s contribution to the collection, “Amorous
Dispossessions,” offers a lucid account of anamorphosis and its
relation to a form of reading medieval literature. Ingham takes up the
mystery of Petrarch’s skull to address the anamorphotic uncertainty
at stake in an emergent historicity. In the same volume, Maura
Nolan addresses the way that history is different from historicism
as she states, “A fossil from prehistory is not the same as a text
from recorded history.”30 As Ingham analyzes Petrarch’s skull as an
object that refuses possession, Nolan puts Augustine’s tooth under
the microscope of historicism to create a view of historicism that
is dependent on narrative and writtenness as a form of bringing
knowledge and its lack into critical focus.
George Edmundson takes up Zumthor’s assertion that, “our
Middle Ages include a past that is both close and distant, foreign
but familiar: isn’t that a traditional definition of the ‘neighbor,’ the
person whom, by turns, we exploit and love?”31 The definition of
the Middle Ages as “both close and distant” is akin to (though not
precisely the same as), another figure of paradox that medieval
studies has embraced, called extimacy.
Jacques Lacan coined the neologism extimacy to articulate
that which is most intimate to being and yet is also external to it.
Extimacy resembles ideology as that which is in you more than you,
and it has come to define many textual moments in medieval studies
today. Historically (and post-historically), extimacy also informs
thinking about the way that temporality defines our field of study.
29 Elizabeth Scala and Sylvia Frederico, eds. The Post-Historical Middle Ages (New
York: Palgrave, 2009).
30 Maura Nolan, “Historicism After Historicism,” The Post-Historical Middle Ages, 69.
31 Zumthor, 28-29; George Edmundson, “Naked Chaucer,” in Scala and Frederico, 144.
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In “The Negative Erotics of Medievalism,” Thomas
Prendergrast and Stephanie Trigg introduce the crucial question,
“What is the difference between medieval studies and medievalism
studies?”32 Among the many topics that comprise the discipline of
medieval studies, one main question of its quidditas is the question
of method. Indeed, what marks a difference between a scholar
who works on the Middle Ages, and a form of medievalism that is
narrated in the process of literary criticism? How do the ways that
we assess and complete the fragmentary knowledge that we have
about the Middle Ages define our field of inquiry?
In the same volume, Daniel Birkholz’s fascinating
investigation into the topic of biography in the Middle Ages implicitly
plays with these questions of quidditas and forms of knowledge by
approaching the gaps in our knowledge of biographical material
of medieval writers and scholars to create a sense of the past and
therefore, “putting documentary faces on our inevitably imagined
readers.”33 As Birkholz explains, “since virtually no medievalist
reading can avoid being speculative, the issue is imaginative
precision.”34 Returning literary methods and the imagination to
the process of literary analysis. Indeed, Birkholz’s reading leads
us to speculate about the genre of biography itself; to the extent
that biographical narrative is always fictional and precisely not
historically documentary, biography is, then, always post-historical.
We are able to determine events and timelines that occurred by
way of our reading of literature and historical documents, yet we
are always modifying the narratives of those events by way of our
engagement with the text (in all of its permutations).
One of the most fecund new movements among medieval
scholarship is the sense of fragmentation that scholars are attributing
to the Middle Ages. No longer seeking to create whole narratives
of a fantasized past, scholars are interrogating the very objects that
32 Thomas Prendergrast and Stephanie Trigg, “The Negative Erotics of Medievalism,” in
Scala and Frederico, 117.
33 Daniel Birkholz, “Biography After Historicism,” in Scala and Frederico, 174.
34 Ibid.
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contributed to the production of these fantasies. This movement
to be aware of the way that we fantasize the past also takes into
account the way that this fantasy of wholeness is a fetishization of
a literary history.
Despite the changes that some of the new work in medieval
studies have asserted, scholarship often fetishizes the Middle Ages.
That is to say, by tending to invest the past with knowledge that has
the potential to change or inform the present and the future, we raise
the Middle Ages to the level of a Thing. This fetishization (which
involves the affect associated with disavowal of a lack) drives us to
sublimate our desire, to produce forms of knowledge, to translate
being to event, and to make the Middle Ages work for us in our
own political, social, aesthetic, or intellectual agendas. Indeed,
fetishization provides motivation and possibility for scholarship
itself and it enables us to make the Middle Ages a comprehensible
object that is available for study. Through the process of submitting
the Middle Ages to a thingness, or a quidditas, various epistemic
modes by which we come to think about medieval narratives are
produced. Some of these modes involve patterns of thought and
methods of study that have become dominant in the discipline, others
remain marginal or reflect regressive approaches to scholarship
that nonetheless inform new possibility. Through the production
of scholarly narratives, analyses, commentaries, and responses
to medieval texts and cultural products, we at once embody the
process of desire for the past that makes us reify the Middle Ages,
and we simultaneously account for its distance from the presence.
Scholarship itself is the mediator between the thing of the Middle
Ages and it is also the means by which that thing is produced, kept
alive, and mobilized.
Suggesting that medievalisms fetishize the Middle Ages is
a way of putting the two modes of knowing the past (alterity and
identification) in dialogue. The idealization and distancing produced
by alterity suggests that we are better off thinking about the past as
an “other.” Through “othering” we project or displace our forms of
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knowledge and grant sovereignty to the past; paradoxically though,
also invests our own interpretations and analyses with a privileged
agency that draws boundaries around our object of inquiry as well as
ourselves as scholars. Alternately, identification creates a fantasy of
whole knowledge and allows and offers a kind of presentism that has
recently been revived. What is at stake in this vacillation between
identification and alterity is precisely the way in which medievalism
offers itself as a form of knowledge that may be valuable. In both
cases, the position of the scholar is protected and the position of
the past is hermetically, coherently produced. Medieval studies
today then, has the option to choose instead a revolutionary view
of the way that narratives of the past are dispersed, and the scholar
is necessarily always aware of her position as a genealogist,
documentarian, or writer of fiction. Our scholarship is a sort of
surplus value that is parasitically determined by the textual object,
the discourses surrounding it, and an awareness of historicity. The
very structure of the fetish offers a potential for thinking through the
surplus value of the thing, and of the thing that we make an object
when we call it the past. As Zumthor demonstrated in Speaking of
the Middle Ages, the question of the Middle Ages as a thing, or as an
object of inquiry, also prompts a consideration of the possibility that
this thing has the potential to speak.
In her reading of the fetish and curiosity, Laura Mulvey
illustrates the way that poetry offers life to inanimate objects is
precisely linked to the critic’s approach to that object as a being
in an of itself, or as a fetishized thing that speaks. In Mulvey’s
view, our dialogue with the object determines the manner in which
narrative (and therefore history) is produced. She sees that the work
of the native American political artist Jimmie Durham, “collapses
the boundary that demarcates the ‘once upon a time’ of nostalgia
and invokes a potential mobility and flexibility of social being and
a potential mediation and exchange of culture.”35 By foregrounding
the animation of the inanimate object, I suggest that Durham
35 Laura Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1996), 158.
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produces a poetics of presence that offers a depth of understanding
to the way that the quidditas of the Middle Ages is taking on its own
narrative form in criticism today. Durham’s poem is called “Object”
and it reads:
Object
It must have been an odd object to begin with.
Now the ghosts of its uses
Whisper around my head, tickle the tips
Of my fingers. Weeds
Reclaim with quick silence the beams, pillars
Doorways. Places change, and a small object
Stands defiant in its placelessness.
Durable because it contains intensely meanings
Which is can no longer pour out. (1964)36

As scholars and readers, we avoid calling things objects. We want
agency in our own work, and we contrive the notion that to be
ethical, the object must also gain or be allowed to present its own
agency. To be “objectified” is to be reduced in a pejorative manner.
To turn the subject into a thing is a bad thing indeed. Rather, we
consistently seek ways to give the “thing” life. We animate, we
narrate, we allow for the uncanny product of the cultural life of
things. This movement to become ethical in our reading of the
object as an other, and in our production of a concept of the Middle
Ages, has combined with post-humanist studies to become a subgenre of criticism that devotes attention to things.
The first two issues of the new journal, Postmedieval: A
Journal of Medieval Cultural Studies (published by Palgrave), gather
a number of short essays that offer meditations on post-humanism
36 Cited in Mulvey, 175. Also see her, Jimmie Durham (New York: Phaidon Press,
1995).
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as it relates to medieval and early modern studies. Though there are
too many essays in the collection to mention all of them, together
they illustrate the way that conversations about post-humanism are
directly engaged with questions of thingness. The reflection on
thingness and the whatness of the human or post-human is precisely
a conversation about quidditas.
However, this scholarship also offers a self-consciousness
and meta-critical narrative that recalls the foundational questions
at the core of scholastic inquiry into Being and Thingness. Indeed,
scholarship within the domain of post-humanism seeks to account
at once for the daily practices and ideological functions of the
practices of defining the human, even while illustrating the modes
of production and organization that contributed to the creation of
those structures. In this regard, studies in medieval post-humanism
move toward a conscious awareness of the process of fetishization
that occurs in the production of historical narrative of ostensible
wholeness. Furthermore, this awareness has led the movement
from quiddity (the whatness) to haeccity (the thisness) of medieval
post-humanism. Moving from the general to the particular has led
scholarship to seek to identify differences among narratives so that
distinct experiences might be viewed in their individuality.
Yet, even this move toward the haeccity of particular
experience among post-human subjects or objects privileges a mode
of communication across gaps that may not be possible to attain
through scholarship. As Zumthor enigmatically suggests, “A thing is
mediated by language or it isn’t” (Speaking 59). We might consider
unraveling this statement to signify on the one hand the reification
of things by way of the linguistic mediator, or, on the other hand, the
immanence of things in and of themselves. This distinction is one of
the questions motivating readings of Duns Scotus by Heidegger and
Deleuze, both of whom investigate the questions of quidditas and
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haeccitas in their work.37 These studies, which merit the category
of “medievalist,” by virtue of their philosophical engagements with
scholasticism and production of methods of thought that have become
important to medieval studies scholarship, have also invigorated a
scholarly pursuit of the modernity of the Middle Ages.
When we fetishize, we invest things with life. Yet, there is
potential freedom and imagination in the conception of the double
consciousness of the thing itself—the object of desire— as something
that speaks. The speaking thing—the Middle Ages, becomes a thing
that wants, as well as a thing that has wants. It is on the crux of
wanting, in the sense that it lacks, and it also has the ability to desire.
In this sense, the object, this thing, wants to be known. To the extent
that it stands on its own and has recorded itself in a manner that Alain
Badiou would call the truth-event, the Middle Ages do not need us
to produce narratives about it. Yet, we value medievalisms because
they allow for a crucial site of return, of potential for knowledge, for
the imagination to take the past and to sublimate it—to translate and
transfer it to a mode of thinking about potential futures.
New work in theory in general addresses the question of
history and aesthetics. For instance, Jacques Ranciere and The
Politics of Aesthetics asks, is there a particular form of modernity to
the question of aesthetics, or might the value of poetics also be found
aesthetically within the study of the Middle Ages? For Ranciere,
this question is put in terms of the end and the return—the concept
of mourning and indeed, mourning of and for the future as well as
the past. If there is a categorically medieval aesthetic, one might say
that it encapsulates and epitomizes this elegiac mode of futurity. In
this sense, the poetics of the Middle Ages do not want; rather, they
are complete in their blending of poetics and politics.
Referring specifically to the literary qualities of medieval
studies, Zumthor provocatively asks, “But was ‘literature’ something
37 Martin Heidegger, Duns Scotus’ Theory of the Categories and of Meaning, trans.
Harold Robbins (Ph.D. Thesis, DePaul University), 1973. Die Kategorien- und Bedeutungslehre des Duns Scotus. In Frühe scrhiften, vol 1 of Gesamtausgabe, ed. Friedrich-Wilhelm
von Herrmann (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1978), 189-411. Gilles Deleuze, Difference and
Repetition (New York: Columbia UP, 1994).
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medieval?” (59). In relation to an object which is precisely animated,
the imagined “medieval” as a conceptual and as a temporal, as
well as an aesthetic category suggests that a literary heritage is
determined by way of the past. In Zumthor’s words, this is captured
by a dialectics of reading the past:
The only thing that justifies the effort of our reading is the
pleasure it gives us....The pleasure of being confronted with
historical knowledge, in an apparent mutual refusal—a tension
and, once again, a rupture between two different ends which,
however could never be separated without running the whole
enterprise....
Knowledge (that is, our ‘human sciences’) functions for us at the
source of that pleasure, in the same way as an archetypic story
functions for people of other societies—as ‘sacred history’ for
people of the Middle Ages. However, it would be fallacious to
mark stages, a progression, a chronology between those terms
of equivocality: the irreplaceable and delicious equivocality of
the inexhaustible (93).

We are hard-pressed to find work on the past that does not seek
to make some kind of productive or commodifiable use of that
knowledge in order to make a better future. As Lee Edelman has
written, the death drive leads us all to think through a future that
does not produce.38 We must value the past and the present without
thinking about them as objects for the production of a future. We
must value without consuming. The passage cited above from
Speaking of the Middle Ages continues in this way,
Whatever we do, we will never possess anything. That much
we know. What remains is the derisive freedom to trace signs
on paper, a small thing, like the designs in the naked twigs on
a maple tree under my window. They are pretending to have
caught the whole winter sky in their net—and who knows?
Perhaps they have really caught it. (93)

Yet, there is a surplus value within poetics; something that
might be caught, even if for a fleeting moment. Pleasure, aesthetics,
poetics, and even knowledge of the thing are always perceived as
luxuries in times of need. Surely we are living in one of these times
of economic crisis that threatens the integrity of the thing itself. Yet,
we need the pure pleasure of poetics mediated, as it necessarily is,
through dialectics, and we need these things because that pleasure
returns us to a responsibility of historicity.
38 Lee Edelman, No Future (Durham: Duke UP, 2004).
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